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IMMEDIATELY
SCIENCE FICTION STUDIED
BY UM PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH
By Lisa Walser
UM Publications and Media Relations
MISSOULA—

To Michael McClintock, a consideration of the Heechee in Frederik Pohl's
"Gateway" is just as important as a discussion about the Capulets in Shakespeare's
"Romeo and Juliet."
McClintock, associate professor of English at the University of Montana,
specializes in British literature, literary criticism and science fiction.
Science fiction?

Why should anyone read science fiction?

McClintock gets a wry smile and answers, "Science fiction deals with the human
consequences of science.

What science fiction does that contemporary fiction does

not is suggest where we might go--or shouldn't go--from here."
The golden age of science fiction (Known as "SF" by its readers) is said to begin
at age 12.

For McClintock, his interest in SF began before that.

reader of science fiction for enjoyment up through high school.

"I was an avid
I gave it up for

a while and then started looking at it in a scholarly way in graduate school.

I

began examining SF in terms of its narrative structures, relationships of fictional
works and reality, and cultural context."
A 1964 graduate of the University of Notre Dame, McClintock received his doctorate
in English five years later from Cornell University.
He started teaching at UM in 1969 as a professor of British literature.
experiment, McClintock offered a literature course in science fiction.
a success and in 1976 became part of UM's English curriculum.

For an

The course was

McClintock--add one

Science fiction began in this country as a publishing category like the
detective story, the modern gothic or romance stories, McClintock explained.

"It

still retains some of the generic features and special characteristies of those other
genres.

Some scholars have suggested that SF get out of the classroom and back into

the 'gutter' so that it won't become staid.

I disagree with that; it will always

retain some of the vigor from its early days."
In the last five years more and rr^re SF books have shown up on the New York
Times Best Seller List.

"Children of Dune," by Frank Herbert, "Carrie," by

Stephen King, and "Star Wars," by George Lucas are examples.
"There has been a general increase in awareness of technology and its special
proglems," he said.

"After rockets, the atomic bomb, television, the moon landing,

and technology, science fiction does not seem so farfetched.
In 1976 McClintock hosted the National Conference of the Science Fiction Research
Association.

Some of the most popular writers of science fiction came to Missoula

and participated in panel discussions, answered questions from the audience and
discussed their work.

More than 250 persons from the comnunity attended.

In addition to teaching a course devoted to science fiction, McClintock
often includes SF books in his 20th-Century Literature class.
of being a purer and more challenging form of fiction.

"SF had the attraction

Good SF is not fraudulent;

it is more an act of the disciplined imagination than many other kinds of fiction."
He sees the popularity of the 1960s television program, "Star Trek," and the
more recent movies, "Star Wars" and its sequel, "The Empire Strikes Back;' as the
westerns of this generation.

"Darth Vader (the evil character in the "Star Wars"

movies) combines Dracula, the Man in the Iron Mask, and the Black Knight.
evokes many of the mythic

archetypes of the last 1,500 years."

Vader

McClintock--add two

For new readers of SF, McClintock has some suggestions:

"The Left Hand of

Darkness," by Ursula K. Le Guin; "Gateway" and its sequel, "Beyond the Blue Event
Horizon," by Frederik Pohl; "The Einstein Interception" and "Nova,"by Samuel
Delaney; "Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang" and "Juniper Time," by Kate Wilhelm;
and "Star Songs of an Old Primate," by James Tiptree Jr.
McClintock has written "very little" science fiction himself.
for his Ph.D. was titled

His dissertation

"Utopian and Dystopian Fictions " a paper that traced an

alteration of Utopian thought during the advent of the Industrial Revolution.
In addition to his personal and academic interests in science fiction, McClintock
has presented professional papers at various SF conferences and was the 1980 chairman
of the Pilgrim Award Conmittee.

The Pilgrim Award is presented annually by the

Science Research Association for contributions to scholarly and critical study of
science fiction.

Peter Nicholls was this year's recipient as editor of "Science

Fiction Encyclopedia."
"For me," he explained, "SF is a purer and more challenging form of fiction.
setting a story in the future you free the imagination, but not just anything goes.
Besides, science fiction is fun."
If you wish to study science fiction literature, McClintock's course will be
offered sometime next year.

Perhaps he will even answer your questions about the

Heechee.

###

By

